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MASTER OF THE CIMARRON:
LUCIEN B. MAXWELL
LAWRENCE R. MURPHY

FEW NINETEENTH CENTURY New Mexicans achieved the lasting

renown of Cimarron rancher Lucien B. Maxwell. As the owner of
one of the largest and most hotly disputed Mexican land grants in
the Southwest, he controlled vast properties in the northeastern
section of the territory and southern Colorado. The location of an
Indian agency at his ranch provided him with an assured market
for agricultural produce, increased his wealth, and gave him considerable influence in Indian policy decisions. With the discovery
of gold on the slopes of nearby Baldy Mountain, Maxwell's ranch
became the center of a short-lasted rush of prospectors into the
Sangre de Cristos, and Maxwell himself controlled mines which
made him extremely rich. Most of all, however, what made Maxwell famous were his extensive Cimarron mansion, his renowned
hospitality to visitors, and his colorful personality. It is these
aspects of his varied career upon which this article focuses.
Nearly twenty years of frontier experience preceded Maxwell's
arrival on the Cimarron. Born in Kaskaskia, Illinois, September
14, 1818, he was the son of an Irish-born storekeeper; his mother
was the daughter of Pierre Menard, a highly successful trader and
first Lieutenant Governor of Illinois. 1 Lucien probably headed
west soon after the death of his father in an 1833 cholera epidemiC,2 and by the mid-1830s was working for Bent, St. Vrain, and
Company in their trading posts along the South Platte and the Arkansas. 3 In the years that followed, he became close friends with
Kit Carson, accompanied John C. Fremont on two of his western
expeditions,4 and, most important, married Luz Beaubien, whose
Canadian-born father, Charles, had become one of the leading
merchants in Taos and co-owner of a Mexican land grant on the
0028-6206/80/0100-0005$01.90/0
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eastern· side of the Sangre de Cristo mountains. s Following the
death of Beaubien's son in the Taos revolt, Maxwell moved to the
banks of the Rayado, where he established on behalf of his fatherin-law the first permanent settlement in that part of New Mexico. 6
By the mid-18S0s Maxwell was ready to move. For close to two
decades he had served an apprenticeship on the frontier, learning
important skills from the likes of Fremont, Carson, and Beaubien.
He had come west as a poor teenager and adroitly accumulated
the profits of several successful business ventures. Rayado, he
recognized, was no place to build his empire. The settlement had
been founded under Beaubien's auspices, and whoever lived there
would inevitably fall under his shadow. Moreover, once the
danger of Indian attack subsided, wagon trains often cut directly
across the plains, east of what became known as Kit Carson Mesa,
missing .Rayado entirely.7 An old trail across the mountains to
Taos fell into disuse as other more direct routes developed. And
perhaps then, as is occasionally still the case, a drought revealed
how fickle a stream the Rayado could be; without water, crops
died, and livestock had to be sold.
The banks of the Cimarron River, ten miles to the north of Rayado, offered much better possibilities. It was a larger and
stronger stream, better fed and more reliable. The Cimarron
poured out of the mountains through a narrow, picturesque canyon onto a broad, fertile plain, protected from winter storms by
the surrounding low hills. Here was ample room for thousands of
sheep and cattle to graze and for vast fields of corn, wheat, and
hay to grow. The Jicarilla Apache, who had once camped along its
banks, were largely gone, and, as Surveyor John G. Parke had
noted, the area had many strategic advantages in case of attack by
the Plains Indians. 8 Stages running between the eastern settlements and New Mexico often stopped here for the night, and the
Cimarron River had cut a fairly direct-although as yet largely
undeveloped-route toward Taos. With sufficient energy and capital, the area could be developed into an important crossroads in
northern New Mexico.
Exactly when Maxwell moved his headquarters to the Cimarron
is uncertain. Farmers had lived there at least seasonally since the
mid-1840s, and at first the Cimarron must have been one of several locations where herders watched Maxwell's herds of cattle

MURPHY: MASTER OF THE CIMARRON

7

and sheep. Probably by the mid-1850s, some of the MexicanAmericans who. had farmed at Rayado moved there and began
building a substantial residence and other buildings for Maxwell.
According to family tradition, Lucien talked about his plans for
the Cimarron place during an 1858 visit to Kaskaskia. 9 One of
his objectives in making the long trip home may well have been to
purchase furniture and other goods for the new house, and probably by 1857 or 1858, he had established himself and his family at
what became known as "Maxwell's Ranche."
The house which Lucien built on the Cimarron quickly became
one of the best-known landmarks in northern New Mexico. One
visitor characterized it as a "palace when compared to the prevailing style of architecture in that country." 10 "Palacial for that
region," observed another, while a third termed it "exceedingly
comfortable." II In many ways the general design of the house
was reminiscent of styles prevalent at Kaskaskia when Lucien was
growing up there and in particular of his grandfather Menard's
spacious residence overlooking the Mississippi. "It was built like a
French villa," recalled British traveller William A. Bell, "with an
open court inside and a verandah, running the whole length of the
building, covered by a projecting roof." There were dormered
windows on the second floor, and massive brick chimneys rising
above a peaked roof. Like nearly all houses in New Mexico, the
edifice was built of sun-dried adobe bricks, although Lucien had
white-wash~d the structure to give it the "appearance of a modern
brick building:'12 "It was large and roomy," recalled Colonel
Henry J. Inman, a frequent visitor, "purely American in its construction. "13
The inside of the house, too, impressed visitors. "The rooms
were large, " remembered Irving Howbert, "having high ceilings
finished with moulding."14 The main dining room, where Maxwell entertained his male visitors, was "an extended rectangular
affair," which in Inman's opinion ."might properly have been
termed the Baronial Hall. . . . There," he reported, "Maxwell
received his friends, transacted business with his vassals, and held
high carnival at times." A separate dining room and parlor were
provided for the women, in accordance with accepted New Mexico custom, and there were numerous sleeping rooms upstairs and
down for family members, guests, and servants. IS

8

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW 55:1 1980

At first, perhaps before he had an opportunity to make buying
trips east or to accumulate enough money to pay for expensive furnishings, many of the rooms were empty of furniture. The room
Irving Howbert slept in "was carpeted but had not even a chair."
In one corner stood a pile of wool mattresses and bedding which
servants made into a bed at night. "So far as we saw," he went on,
"there was only one room in the house that had a bedstead, and
that was the one occupied by Maxwell and his wife."16 "I have
slept on its hardwood floor," Henry Inman reminisced with the
pride of one who had partaken in history, "rolled up in my
blanket."
I have sat there in the long winter evenings, when the great room
was lighted only by the cheerful blaze of the crackling logs roaring
up the huge throats of its two fireplaces built diagonally across opposite corners, watching Maxwell, Kit Carson, and half a dozen
chiefs. . . until the glimmer of Aurora announced the advent of
another day. 11

Later, as Lucien's wealth and his affection for the comforts of
life grew, many of the rooms were elaborately decorated with
"deep-piled carpets, heavy velvet draperies, gold-framed paintings." The furniture, much of which had to have been hauled
across the Santa Fe trail by wagon, was "of the most massive Victorian sort." Even to the present day, no antique is more prized by
the old families of northeastern New Mexico than a piece reputed
to have come from the Maxwell mansion. Reportedly Lucien
bought from the states four pianos, two for the first floor of the
house and two more for the second. "It still seems to me," a writer
who had visited the house as a child recalled after many years, "a
little overdone, even now!"18
The house was only one of several structures Maxwell had built
on the south bank of the Cimarron. There was a large wooden
barn which reminded one visitor of many he had observed in
Pennsylvania. 19 The structure may not have been entirely suited
to New Mexico, for one of the Indian agents assigned to Cimarron
complained of having to store his annuity goods there, mixed up
with Lucien's "produce and dye stuffs," because they were subject
to the destructive powers of "hundreds of industrious mice."20 In
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another smaller building two Navajo women spent their days
weaving rugs on Indian style looms. 21 Nearby was a general store,
"well filled with everything necessary for a frontier man's life,"
supplying goods to local residents and serving as a wholesaler to a
number of smaller stores in the region. The business must have
been one of Lucien's more profitable activities, for, as William
Hoehene, who did business there for many years, reported, a three
to five hundred percent markup on merchandise was common. 22
Later Lucien acquired a second store in Taos, purchased from a
Jewish merchant named Soloman Beuthner, and run by Henry
Stillman; he purchased a third store in Elizabethtown from Santa
Fe businessman V. S. Shelby.23
Maxwell's most ambitious building project was a massive stone
mill for grinding corn and wheat into flour. Alone among his major buildings, it has survived well over a hundred years and serves
today as a museum dedicated to preserving historic relics of the
area. To supervise its erection, Maxwell had already hired by
1860 a Boston-born engineer, B. M. Blackmore, millwright Emory
Williams, a New Yorker, and a Vermont-born mason, James
Truax. 24 The work must have gone slowly, for in mid-summer
1864, the Santa Fe New Mexican reported that Maxwell, whom
the editor described as "one of our most prominent and successful
stockmen," was building "a grist mill capable of turning out three
hundred barrels of flour per day." The editor added that he
welcomed "all such enterprises ~s indications of the onward progress of our territory."25 Two years later, a visitor found the "lately
finished" mill to be "well and eomplete [sic 1constructed and the
machinery perfect." The excellence of the flour which he saw attested to the general success of the undertaking. 26
The mill, too, turned a handsome profit for Maxwell. In addition to supplying food for the Indian agency which was located at
the ranch after 1861, Maxwell found ready markets for corn meal
and wheat flour among the growing towns of New Mexico and
Colorado and sold substantial quantities to the military headquarters at Fort Union. During the Civil War, when New Mexico
was cut off for many months from trade to the south, there was a
greater demand for grain, wheat, and oats than could be supplied,
and prices were correspondingly inflated. As a result, as John D.
Lee reported, once the mill was .complete, it kept grinding "most
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all the. time" just to keep up with the increasing demand. 27 The
mill also played an important roll in the personal life of Maxwell,
for it was there where his eldest daughter Virginia secretly married Indian agent A. S. B. Keyes, and enraged her disapproving
father. 28
Besides Maxwell and his family, a substantial community grew
up along the Cimarron. Except for Jesus Abreu and a man named
Valdez who lived on the Rayado, all residents, recalled Albert W.
Archibald, were "in some manner the tenants of Maxwell."29
Many resided in the Maxwell mansion itself. Rancher A. J.
Calhoun recalled that whenever he was working for Lucien or
during frequent visits he "lived in the house as one of the family."
William R. Walker characterized the Maxwell residence as "the
resort of old-timers," recalling that people came there from far
and near-army officers, retired mountain men, and aging pioneers. 30 Most area residents came originally from Rayado: Calvin
Jones, who had known Maxwell since the 1840s, reported that
when Lucien left the Rayado, he took "the whole outfit with him."
Others came from Mora, Taos, or other towns in the region. The
majority were Mexican-Americans, Sandovals and Vigils, Montoyas, Garcias, and Lobatos, the ancestors of families whose
names still fill the telephone books and adorn the rural mail boxes
of northeastern New Mexico. 31
Irving Howbert wrote that when he visited Maxwell's "a considerable part" of the land in the area was being worked by
"tenants or peons belonging to Maxwell" and estimated their total
number at a thousand;32 John D. Lee recalled that when he first
went to the Cimarron. in the mid-1860s, men working under Maxwell were cultivating land along the Cimarron from the mouth of
the Cimarron Canyon to the river's intersection with the Ponil,
seven or eight miles, and along the Ponilfrom the mouth of its canyon to the Cimarron, another five or six miles. 33 Henry Inman
guessed the number of farmers at five hundred, adding that even
though many were peons whose perpetual indebtedness prevented
them from leaving with impunity, Maxwell was "not a hard governor, and his people reallyloved him, as he was ever their friend
and advisor."34 Benjamin H. Eaton, who later became Governor
of the State of Colorado, no doubt exaggerated in describing
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himself as "one of Maxwell's peons," but he and many othersAnglos as well as Mexican-Americans-who began farming on
Maxwell's land later became well-known and successful farmers,
businessmen, or professionals. 35
At the bottom of the social ladder was a class of Indian slaves,
nearly always women and children. During the 1850s and
1860s, Mexican-American soldiers were frequently encouraged to
go to war with the Navajo Indians with promises that they could
retain as personal slaves or booty any Indian captives they acquired. Maxwell, like many New Mexicans of the time, purchased
Indians, who were forced to carry out the most burdensome and
disagreeable tasks with no hope of freedom. In Lucien's house, for
example, the government census taker found in 1850 and again a
decade later, and still in 1870, Indian servants, children aged
seven or nine or thirteen, whose birthplace could be given with no
more certainty than "Navajo Indian c()untry."36 Many took the
Maxwell name, and one, Deluvina Maxwell, became famous as a
friend of bandit Billy the Kid. 37
The importance of the Maxwell ranch received official recognition in 1861 when the United States government established a post
office at what was now to be known as Cimarron. The first postmaster, not surprisingly, was Lucien Maxwell. 3s That same year
Maxwell's became a stop on the newly-established Missouri Stage
Company line connecting Kansas City with Santa Fe,39 and in
1868 the opening of a telegraph office at Lucien's connected
Cimarron directly with the East. 40
The empire which Lucien Maxwell established during the 1850s
and 1860s was based primarily on agriculture. "The sources of his
wealth," concluded Colonel Inman, "were his cattle, sheep, and
the products of his area of cultivated acres-barley, oats, and corn
principally. . . . "41 In 1864 the Santa Fe New Mexican reported
that the grain raised at Lucien's ranch was "immense in quantity"
and that Maxwell owned hundreds of cattle, mostly cows, "of improved breeds from the states." Even earlier Lucien had shown
Albert W. Archibald a thoroughbred bull which he had imported
at a cost of between $1,500 and $2,000. 42 By 1866 Lucien had
become interested in sheep raising. One visitor was impressed that
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he had bought a Spanish Merino from Vermont for the princely
sum of $2,000. That might seem expensive, the writer explained,
"but he is more than worth it to a man who has between twentyfive and thirty-thousand head in his flocks."43 Maxwell's introduction of high quality sheep, William A. Bell concluded, had
"conferred a great benefit on the country. Maxwell's horses, his
dogs, even his chickens, were reportedly "of the same style-the
best that can be had."H
As his wealth increased, Maxwell became increasingly interested in fine race horses. Irving Howbert, during his 1865 visit
to the ranch, found "many fine blooded horses, several of which
were noted race animals." Near the house Lucien built a race
track where people from all over New Mexico witnessed
matches. 4s Another frequent visitor, Colonel Inman, reported that
Lucien's "stud" included "some of the fleetest animals in the Territory," adding that "had he lived in England, he might have
ruled the turf." In May of 1865 Maxwell's interest in racing led
him to employ Squire T. Hart to take charge of the horses. For the
next six years Hart ran Maxwell's horses against some of the best
in the southwest. "He run [sic] a race every week or two," Hart
recalled in his old age, "and sometimes every day."46 Upcoming
races were frequently announced in the Pueblo, Colorado, and
Santa Fe papers, often with predictions that high stakes would be
bet on the outcomes. 47
As the Cimarron ranch became better established, visitors commonly stopped there for the night on their way between the states
and Santa Fe. Some were unable to proceed because of high water,
severe storms, or the fall of darkness; others deliberately took advantage of an opportunity to meet and spend an evening with a
man whose fame was rapidly spreading. "A man is always welcome to Maxwell," reported one visitor, while another noted that
Lucien was "one of the kindest, most generous and charitable men
that lives."48 One of Lucien's granddaughters, Adelina Welborn,
recalled years later how much Maxwell enjoyed having guests and
how the housekeepers knew to keep the massive dining room table
set for "dozens of people at each meal." "Seldom," she went on,
"was there a vacant place."49 William Walker recalled having
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seen as many as fifty people sitting down to a meal at Maxwell's.
There were so many guests to feed that Maxwell had a beef killed
every day or two and ten or twelve sheep daily.50
Even unexpected visitors were treated well. William Walker
recalled that once he was conducting business at Fort Union when
the doctor asked him to take some medicine to Maxwell. "I got to
his house about 10 0' clock at night," Walker recalled years later.
Maxwell was still up, and the two men went to the barn, put up
the horses, and returned to the house. Even though it was late at
night, Lucien called an Indian woman to prepare supper, and
after eating the two retired to Lucien's room where they talked until midnight.51
On at least one occasion, however, Maxwell's hospitality failed
to live up to its usual standard. It was near midnight when the
coach carrying the first Sisters of Charity to come to New Mexico
arrived at Cimarron. "The people were all asleep," recalled Sister
Mallon, and there were "Indians lying about." The male passengers and the driver quickly disappeared, but the nuns, not knowing whether the Indians were "savage or civilized," spent the
night huddled together in the coach. The next morning, when "the
people found we were there," she continued, "they invited us in to
breakfast which invitation was gladly accepted." "Mrs. Maxwell
treated us very kindly." The breakfast included hot green chili, the
first time the sisters had encountered this New Mexico specialty.
"Each one kept quiet about the hot dish until all got well burned."
Then, Sister Mallon confessed with embarrassment years later,
came the exclamations, "Oh, I am burning Up."52
There was never a charge for eating or sleeping at Maxwell's.
Frequently, jockey Squire Hart recalled, when a man would ask
Maxwell·for his bill after an overnight stay, Lucien would reply
with "What in hell have I sold to you?" "Why I have stayed all
night with you, sir," came the reply. "Why I don't keep a hotel,"
rebutted Maxwell, ending the conversation. 53 According to
another widely repeated tale, one morning after he had enjoyed
food and lodging from Lucien, a well-to-do easterner approached
his host to ask how much he owed. This time Maxwell, angered at
the suggestion that he would take money for his hospitality,
retorted that the charge would be twenty dollars. The astonished
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Irian had no choice but to pay and handed over a crisp federal
greenback. With all the arrogance he could muster, Maxwell
rolled up the bill, lit it at the fireplace, and used it to light his
cigar. 54
Such displays led many of Maxwell's visitors to assess his character and demeanor. "Maxwell is a well-built man, with a fine
face," reported one observer, "in which one sees the determination and self-reliance which had made him what he is, one of the
most prominent men in New Mexico."55 A writer in the New Mexican added that he was "one of the most marked men, in the
qualities of his character, to be found in any territory."
"Nothing," he continued, "about him is narrow or diminutive. He
is beloved and esteemed by his neighbors and dependents. He is a
man of no personal parade. He is severely plain and unostentacious [sic]." His character was such that he would "face a regiment
of tortures sooner than indulge for a moment the consciousness of
mean action." "Such is Lucien B. Maxwell-he is an eminent illustration of what great energy and integrity can accomplish in
this land. "56
William R. Walker, a soldier at Fort Union during the 1860s
and a frequent visitor to Maxwell's, estimated that Lucien's influence extended "all over New Mexico, more or less, at least 100
miles around him." "What was it," a questioner probed, "that
enabled him to wield such power and influence?" "His generosity,
hospitality, and disposition to do what was right by everybody
and to treat everybody right, and his known bravery and manly
way of dealing with everybody," Walker continued, won him
"respect and confidence." But there was more: Maxwell's "firmness of will." "Where his mind was set on accomplishing an object," Walker continued, "there was nothing to prevent him from
attempting to carry it out regardless of danger or cost or anything
that stood in his way."57 "People looked up to Maxwell as a kind
of prince because he owned his grant property," reported another
observer, adding that he was the kind of man who would have
been a leader "if he had not had an acre of land." "They generally
sought his advice."58
Other stories recounted Lucien's generosity. Maurice LeDuc, an
aging fur trapper, was living at the Cimarron in 1866 or 1867
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when he became ill. Hopeful that the waters at Las Vegas Hot
Springs could cure him, he helped himself to one of Maxwell's
strongest burros, packed his few possessions aboard, and without
asking permission or saying a word to Maxwell headed south to
Las Vegas where he found a room and began daily visits to the
springs. One day he heard that Lucien was staying at one of the
town's hotels. According to the report of the man with whom
LeDuc was staying, he "buckled on an old single-barrelled pistol
that he had, put a knife in his belt and went over to the hotel."
Coming up to Maxwell from the back, his right hand crossed to his
pistol, he "struck an attitude, and shouted 'Hulloa, Maxwell.' "
Lucien turned, recognized LeDuc, and laughed. "Maybe you
think I stole your burro," said Maurice, adding that Maxwell was
welcome to take the animal back. "You keep the burro, Maurice,
he's yours," came the response; ''I'll give him to you, and if there's
anything else you want, just let me know." Anytime he got tired of
Las Vegas, Maxwell encouraged LeDuc to come back to his house
to stay. "Just make yourself at home, and stay there as long as you
want to. "59
Such generosity reflected only one side of Maxwell's personality,
however, for, probably unrevealed to most of those who knew him
only on the basis of brief and infrequent visits to the Cimarron
mansion, Lucien could also be brutal. Inman recorded a revealing
story about Maxwell's handling of money. It seems that despite the
fact that he often kept large accumulations of gold, silver, greenbacks, and government securities in his house, Maxwell refused to
acquire a safe and kept all his cash in the bottom drawer of a
dresser. When Inman questioned the safety of such an insecure
place, Maxwell "only smiled, while a strange resolute look flashed
from his dark eyes, as he said: 'God help the man who attempted
to rob me and I knew him.' "60
Others perceived the same determination. "He was a man that
nothing in the world would prevent him from accomplishing what
he undertook to do," testified William R. Walker, "in fact no one
ever dared to . . . stand in the way of anything that he started to
accomplish." Squire Hart, another Maxwell confidant, reckoned
that it was "not safe for a man to oppose him." "I mean," he explained, "I think he would be a dangerous man to op-
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pose. . . . "61 William Hoehne, a Trinidad businessman, had
he~rd similar reports. "His reputation was when he undertook
anything he would carry it out, whether right or wrong." "I never
saw the man in all my life," concluded pioneer Jacob Beard, who
knew Maxwell for years, "that wielded as much influence over the
community, people of all classes and kinds, ages and sexes, as
he. H62
Moreover, Maxwell carried out such threats often enough to be
taken seriously. Calvin Jones recalled that "his power was just as
if he owned the whole outfit, the same as a man who owned slaves
in the south before the war." To illustrate his point, Jones recalled
a typical incident:
If a Mexican servant didn't suit him or did anything against his
orders, he took a board or a plank or anything he could get hold of,
and whipped him with it. I knew him to tie up one man, a Mexican,
and shave off the side of his head close to the skin with a butcher
knife, then he struck him fifteen or twenty lashes with a cowhide,
and told him if he ever caught him on the place again, he would
kill him. Some twelve or fifteen years [later], he came back with
a bunch of stolen horses, and Maxwell did kill him. 63

Moreover, Maxwell saw himself as the arbiter of what he defined as justice. He once told Squire Hart that when two Mexicans
sued one another, "he made both tell their stories, and then he
would settle it right there, and make them stand· for it."64
Another time two men broke into Maxwell's store and stole several
hundred dollars worth of goods, together with a prized horse. A
private posse sent after the bandits caught one of them trying to
sell the loot near Rayado and returned him to the Cimarron. Lucien reportedly locked a forty-pound log chain around the unfortunate's neck and locked him in a cellar. Two days later, during
which the man had been allowed neither food nor water, Maxwell
exclaimed, "I forgot my prisoner," and called on his employees to
produce the accused. Maxwell ordered him stripped naked, tied to
a post, and administered twenty-five lashes with a cowhide whip.
Lucien became irritated because the hide had not been laid on
with sufficient vigor, and ordered that the prisoner be released
and the whipper stripped and tied. "I will show you how to whip a

-
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Cimarron, N.M. of 1877. Picture taken from the mesa east of town looking southwest. Note flour mill in background and government corral at
right. The Maxwell home is in the center foreground. Photo courtesy Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe.
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thief," he lectured, striking the man fourteen or fifteen times until
he fainted. "Now when I put you to whip a man," he admonished
after the man had revived, "I want you to do it as I whipped
yoU."65
Nor did Maxwell tolerate interference from law enforcement
agencies. An Indian servant who had belonged to the Bents lived
at Maxwell's following the death of his master. During a visit to
Taos the. man "got in a row" and cut several men quite seriously.
When a Taos constable appeared at Maxwell's to arrest the Indian, however, Lucien refused to turn him over, allegedly shooting
his pistol "off in the man's face and around his head." He
"punched him around with it," an observer reported, "and told
him to go back and tell the justice to come after him himself, and
not to send a constable, as no man could take a man out of his
possession. "66
Explaining Maxwell's seemingly enigmatic character is difficult
until it is recalled that accounts praising his generosity and kindness generally came from Anglos whom Lucien was entertaining
and upon whom he looked with respect, even awe, when they
visited his home. He was a gracious host to them and no doubt
endeavored mightily to show his generosity and kindness. On the
other hand, those who suffered his tyranny were Hispanics, usually poor farmers using Maxwell's land in exchange for a share of
the proceeds or peons whose indebtedness left them few options.
Maxwell expected them to obey his every word, to accept his
supremacy without question. "What was Mr. Maxwell's reputation among the Mexicans, generally in northern New Mexico?" an
attorney asked Calvin Jones. " . . . they feared him as being a
blood-thirsty, overbearing man," came the response. 61 "Did Maxwell intimidate people?" William Hoehne was asked. "He was
king of that whole country," he answered, "and had Indians and
Mexicans just to do what he bid them to." Just how much influence did he exercise? "He had perfect control," recalled Daniel
Taylor. 68
Even generosity on the part of a Mexican-American could be
dangerous. On one occasion Maxwell sent a box containing seven
or eight thousand dollars east on the stage. The box somehow fell
off and was found by Mexican who came to Lucien to ask if it

a
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was his. "What box?" asked Maxwell. "Containing money &
checks for large amount; here it is," the man replied. Rather than
show gratefulness, however, Maxwell pulled twenty-five cents
from his pocket and offered it to the man. "Here; go and buy a
rope and hang yourself," he reportedly told the man. "If you
found a box like that you ought to know enough to keep it. "69
By the late 1860s, Maxwell found it increasingly difficult to
maintain the level of control he desired. Beginning in 1866 thousands of gold-seekers intruded into the Cimarron region. Few were
willing to take advice from Maxwell, and many openly ignored his
orders either to leave the grant or sign leases. Business affairs
became increasingly complex, taxing Maxwell's financial acumen
and forcing him to rely on outsiders for advice and assistance.
Moreover, the presence of Utes and Apaches of the Cimarron
agency created continuing tension between settlers and Indians. "I
am tired of this place from the Indians and the new-corners on the
land," he told Maurice Brunswick, whom he offered to sell "everything I have got" for $200,000. 70
Brunswick showed no serious interest, but throughout 1869
Maxwell conferred with other, wealthier investors. Late in May he
signed an option with Coloradans Jerome B. Chaffee, George M.
Chilcott, and Charles F. Holly. Early in 1870, having found
potential purchasers in Britain, the trio completed the purchase
and transferred their rights to what was called the Maxwell Land
Grant and Railway Company.71 Soon Maxwell left Cimarron,
moving his family and many of the Mexican-Americans and Indians who had worked for him to a new ranch at the abandoned
Fort Sumner Indian reservation in southeastern New Mexico. He
remained there until his death July 25, 1875. 72
The fifteen years during which Lucien Maxwell reigned as master of the Cimarron constitutes an important transitional phase of
New Mexico territorial history. In many ways, his success epitomized the opportunities open to ambitious, hard-working, imaginative individuals on a rapidly developing frontier. Within a few
years he had founded and enlarged a new town, seen thousands of
acres come into agricultural production, and begun to exploit the
rich natural resources of the area. But Lucien Maxwell's life also
reveals a darker side of New Mexico history. The forces of institutionalized government and law enforcement not having yet estab-
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lished their supremacy, men like Maxwell could exercise excessive
personal power. He became the law and enjoyed the opportunity
to oppress those with whom he came into contact. And too often
his will was exercised largely against Mexican-Americans, revealing ethnic prejudices which persisted for generations after Maxwell's death.
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front cover).
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More information may be obtained by calling the NMHR office, (505) 277-5839.

